Age effects on central nervous system activity reflected in the olfactory event-related potential. Evidence for decline in middle age.
A series of studies in this laboratory using the olfactory event-related potential (OERP) have examined the underlying central nervous system activity associated with age-related changes in olfactory functioning. Early (sensory) components of the OERP showed reduced amplitude and longer latency in elderly subjects, with larger effects in males. Amplitudes are already decreased in middle age. The late cognitive component, P3, showed a longer latency as well as a decreased amplitude in the elderly, with effect sizes for age significantly larger for the late component than for the early components. We report here the significantly longer latency, particularly for the P3, in middle-aged persons, suggesting age-related slowing of olfactory information processing as early as the 50s. Results suggest that the elderly brain, and indeed, the middle-aged brain shows smaller responses to odors, is less able to allocate attentional resources and slows in its olfactory cognitive processing. The OERP is a potent reflection of these changes.